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With his outstanding originality in the artistic skills and creative thoughts, John 
Hawkes has established his statue in the history of the post-World War II American 
literature as one of the most distinguished experimental novelist. Though his works are 
often criticized as unnecessarily obscure, it should be noted that John Hawkes is a 
passionate artist devoting himself into experimental creativity. He intends to create a 
new world instead of representing one. He challenges the established representation of 
realism and aggressively pursues the nightmarish, the comic, the disruptive and the 
irrational. With his delightful violation of a reader’s conventional trust, Hawkes creates 
his own trademark of his fictions throughout his career---the paradoxical mixture of 
comedy and terror. His keenly-felt nightmarish consciousness, comic treatment of 
violence and the subtle artistic techniques make him independent in the postmodernist 
writing. It is his unique originality that enriches the nightmarish overtones of the 
novels and gives them their poetic quality. In this sense, John Hawkes makes himself a 
leading figure in the postwar American novelists. 
Second Skin, a masterpiece of postmodernist writing, is the fiction which 
materializes his creative concepts and his subtle artistic skills. The novel is the 
protagonist---Skipper’s flesh-out psychical journey of the imaginative reconstruction 
of his past. Using his lyrical language and humor to triumph over death and evil, 
Skipper not only survives in the imposition of chaos but also creates a new life with 
the power inside---imagination and dignity. In this novel, the reader could see clearly 
Hawkes’ refusal to recognize, or abide the rational consciousness in his fondness for 
delicately withholding narrative information and in his habit of shuffling ordered 
events in time. Structure in this novel is based upon the cross-references, parallels and 
contrasts rather than the development of plot and character, the irrelative fragments of 
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substitutes for the detailed depiction of the characters, and the multiple themes are 
deeply embedded in the seeming unconcerned narration. 
It should be stressed that with Second Skin, Hawkes shifts from the darkly Gothic 
to a more comic and absurd treatment of the world by endowing Skipper with the 
clownish spirit to confront the absurdity of the world. Hawkes challenges the reader to 
wade into the black waters of the violent, the comic, and the repressive in Skipper’s 
world, to sift through painful and regretful elements embedded in the past, to confront 
death and to create hope for the future. In addition, the author shows his great 
sympathy for the women and craftily leaks the feminine voices from the totalizing 
imagination of the first-person male narrator, exposing how the males portray women 
as objects of their desires and impose the silence on the women.  
Trying to get a panorama idea of the artistic presentation from viewpoints of 
postmodernism and feminism, this thesis tends to advance the discussion in four 
chapters besides Introduction” and “Conclusion”. Chapter One, “The Nightmarish 
World”, introduces the social thought background of the novel, analyzes the features of 
the characters in postmodernist novels, and points out the theme that the war causes the 
absurd society as well as the corrupt humanity. Chapter Two, “The Comic Tragedy”, 
from the viewpoint of Black Humor, analyzes John Hawkes’ artistic way by daringly 
mixing horror with humor and the grotesque with the heroic. Representing all the 
features of anti-hero in Black Humor, the protagonist actively chooses his role as a 
comic clown and a fighting hero to create his own way for counteracting and redeeming 
the evil and despair with smiling bitterness. The joyful new life on the Wandering Island 
further confirms Skipper’s strength and grace in transcending death and cruelty. Chapter 
Three, “The Postmodernist Techniques”, analyzes the author’s distinguished and artistic 
treatments in the novel: his extreme shuffle of time and space, his exploration of all the 
possibilities of first-person narration, the phantasmagoric symbolic codes, the parody of 
the traditional mythology, and the technique of metafiction. Chapter Four, “The Second 















characters. From the viewpoint of feminist, it points out how the male narrator “fathers” 
his text to claim his triumph of creating a patriarchy world as well as constructing a 
silent world for all the women, and illuminates the real world of the fighting women 
through the struggle of these three female characters. Finally, the “Conclusion” briefly 
summarizes the artistic values of Second Skin and gives the further explanation for the 
seeming obscurity of the novel. In a word, interested in pursuing the nightmare, in 
assaulting the conventional world, and in creating his unique aesthetic techniques, 
Hawkes lays himself out in Second Skin to testify his outstanding artistic innovation and 
makes this novel an extraordinary acquisition to the literary world. 
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John Hawkes, novelist, playwright, poet and critic, is regarded as one of the most 
original and uncompromising artists of the post-World War II generation of writers. As 
a distinguished experimental novelist, Hawkes challenges the established 
representation of realism and aggressively pursues the nightmarish, the comic, the 
disruptive and the irrational. He talks about his artistic vision: “fiction should achieve 
revenge for all the indignities of our childhood,” and “should destroy conventional 
morality” (qtd. in Marx 29). He concludes that “the act of writing is criminal” (qtd. in 
Marx 29). Hawkes poses his primary interest in the psychic and imaginative processes 
of human beings and describes his fiction as travels through the landscape of the 
psyche. He emphasizes the brutal and absurdly comic aspects in order to draw the 
compassion. As a result, his work is difficult and demanding, full of connotations 
intended to startle and repel the reader. With his works often criticized as unnecessarily 
obscure, Hawkes intends to create a new world instead of representing one, and 
Second Skin is the novel materializing all his concepts of fiction.  
Born to John Clendennin Burne Hawkes and Helen Ziefle Hawkes in Stamford, 
Connecticut, on 17 August 1925, John Clendennin Burne Hawkes Jr., an asthmatic 
child, spent his first eight years in New England. In 1935, Hawkes and his mother 
joined his father in Junear, Alaska, where the family spent five years. They moved 
back to New York in 1940. In 1943, Hawkes entered Harvard University and began 
writing poetry. After a disappointing semester, he left Harvard to serve as an American 
Field Service ambulance driver in Italy and Germany in 1944-1945. Such experience 
often shaped the war settings of his fictions. Following his return to Harvard in 1945, 
he met his wife Sophie Goode Tazewell and was admitted to Albert J. Guerard’s 
creative writing class with his first fiction “The Cannibal” (1949). Guerard appreciated 
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Directions. As Hawkes recalled his luck in an interview with Patrick O’Donnell: 
 
So that my life, mentor-teacher, and mentor-publisher all came together at that 
precise moment in my life when I was twenty-two or twenty-three. If I thought 
my childhood and adolescence weren’t very inspiring or happy, certainly by the 
time of my early manhood I really had a direction that was extremely well 
defined. (O’Donnell “Life and Art: An interview with John Hawkes”)1 
 
Under Guerard’s mentorship, Laughlin’s and his wife’s support, Hawkes began his 
formal writing career.  
In 1949, Hawkes graduated from Harvard. He worked at the university press, 
taught briefly at Harvard and began teaching writing at Brown University in 1958 till 
his retirement in 1988. Throughout this time, he and his wife lived in Providence, 
Rhode Island, raised four children, and traveled abroad with his family. During his 
career, he published sixteen novels, a volume of plays, and two collections of fiction. 
Over the years he received many honors. He was a member of the American Academy 
of Arts and Letters. In 1973, he received Le Prix du Meilleur Livre Etranger, one of the 
most distinguished French literary prizes for The Blood Oranges (1971); in 1986 he 
was awarded the Prix Medicis Etranger for the best foreign novel translated into 
French for Adventures in the Alaskan Skin Trade (1985). Second Skin became 
Hawkes’s most celebrated novel and was the runner-up to Saul Bellow’s Herzog (1964) 
for the National Book Award with one note. During 1970s, the publication of his triad 
[the Blood Oranges, Death, Sleep& the Traveler (1974), and Travesty (1976)] firmly 
established him in the avant-garde tradition and gained some of his best reviews. 
Thomas McGuane called Hawkes “feasible our best writer” (qtd in MacCurdy “John 
Hawkes”)2, and Tonny Tanner called him “one of the very best living American 
                                                        
1 O’Donnell, Patrick. “Life and Art: An Interview with John Hawkes”.Centre for Book Culture Web Site. 
<http://www.centerforbookculture. org/interviews/interview-hawkes.html>. Subsequent quotation in the same 
work will be marked with the author’s name only. 
2 MacCurdy, Carol. “John Hawkes”.The Gale Group.http://infotrac.galegroup.com/galenet/lite/John/index.htm. 
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